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don’t 
panic

How to survive  
presenting to  
senior management 
and tHe board of 
directors.

It was the bIg day. after sIx weeks of research, 
plannIng, and preparatIon, my clIent and  
I were ready to present to the senIor manage-
ment team. our topic: how best to implement a major  
initiative aimed at making the company, a Fortune 500  
behemoth, more nimble and efficient.

BY ALISON DAVIS
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We were scheduled to appear at 1:30 p.m., so we stopped 
for a quick lunch at the cafeteria. on our way out, i had a 
question for my client. “do they serve water, or should we  
buy our own?” i said.

She laughed. “Water?” she asked derisively. “Why would 
they serve water when they’re going to roast you on a spit?”

Gulp. i escaped that meeting without being flame-broiled, 
but it was a close call. there’s a reason—many reasons—why 
presenting to the cEo, the senior management team, and the 
board of directors is the communication challenge that causes 
professionals the most angst. in thirty-plus years working in 
and around corporations, i’ve seen powerful leaders sleepless 
with anxiety and trembling with fear when preparing to face 
the judgment of the boardroom. (one Vp of manufacturing 
confessed to me over drinks the night before a big pitch: “i’d 
rather stand before an unruly horde of reporters—or a firing 
squad, for that matter—than present to the executive leader-
ship team. these guys are tough as nails. You have to know 
the answer to every question, or they’ll tear you apart.”)

are the senior team and the board really that daunting?  
it’s true that they’re smart. they’re certainly sophisticated. 
and there’s no doubt that they’re driven—they didn’t claw 
their way to the top of the heap by being shy and retiring.

But presenting to senior management doesn’t have to be 
fraught with terror. You can pitch your proposal and emerge 
not only unscathed but glowing. How? By employing a strategy 
of persuasive jujitsu. the idea is this: the more you under-
stand how executives think—what they want to achieve and 
what they worry about—the better you can meet their needs 
and accomplish your objectives.

and the best way to make your next command performance 
more, well, commanding is to take on the key mistakes that 
people make.

Data OverlOaD
Most people’s first mistake is entirely avoidable: overwhelm-
ing their pitch with too much information.

“i’ve sat in way too many meetings characterized by machine- 
gun-fire-like bursts of facts,” says christopher J. Frank, Vp  
of business-to-business and communications research at 
american Express and co-author of Drinking from the Fire 
Hose: Making Smarter Decisions Without Drowning in Informa-
tion. “the colloquial term for this approach is ‘spray and pray.’ 
the presenter sprays every number or factoid he or she can 
find and then prays that something will stick.”

of the many reasons why this is a bad idea, here are three: 
You have a limited amount of time to make your case, so you 
can’t squander it by wallowing in data. Senior executives have 
notoriously short attention spans, so you need to get to your 

point as fast as possible. and third—this one may surprise 
you—the more facts you present, the less smart you look.

“You need to remember why you’ve been invited to the 
boardroom,” Frank explains. “You’re there because you’re 
an expert in something: engineering, it, marketing, supply 
chain. as an expert, your job is not to regurgitate data—it’s 
to analyze information and, based on those insights, provide 
your recommendations. as a result, you should be able to 
summarize all the data in one or two slides.”

of course, you need to have a thorough understanding  
of the data your pitch is based on, and be ready to answer 
questions about it. Just don’t display all of it. don’t use data 
as a presentation crutch or include slides of information just 
“because i worked so hard to get it.” data should be used as 
background—it’s not the star of the show.

 
NeeDs aND expectatiONs
Bill was frantic. His boss—the cFo—had just told Bill that, 
in ten days, he needed to make a presentation to the executive 
team about his cost-cutting initiative. “there’s no way i can be 
ready in time,” Bill groaned. “i’ve got to gather the data, run 
the projections, design the slides—it’s just too much!”

attempting to calm him down, i interrupted. “What is the 
purpose of your presentation?” i asked. “in other words, what 
does the cFo expect? What are his objectives? What will  
success look like?”

Bill’s tirade sputtered to a stop. “actually, i don’t know,”  
he admitted. “i just assumed my boss wants me to give a  
comprehensive report on the initiative. i never asked him 
what the focus should be.”

Understanding senior leaders’ expectations is key. if Bill 
had not asked, he would have spent dozens of hours on a 
presentation that would have fallen flat. What he learned 
was that the cFo wanted to address only two issues: when 
the cost-cutting plan would take effect and how much money 
could be expected to be saved this year. 

“We too often make assumptions about what the bosses 
want to know,” Frank says. “Sometimes, it’s because we don’t 
have direct access, and it may require some effort to find out. 
But more often, we just plunge ahead without checking. after 
seeing this mistake too many times, now every time i need 
to present to a member of senior management, i send a short 
email about a week in advance with a simple question: ‘What 
do you most want to know about the topic i’m presenting?’ 
it’s amazing how well this technique works.”

NO suppOrt
For Valerie di Maria, a c-level consultant and former cMo 
and chief communication officer at companies such as GE 
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capital, Motorola, and Willis, one of the biggest mistakes  
a presenter can make is failing to “pre-sell” a proposal  
to key members of the executive team. “in a perfect world,” 
she says, “the benefits of what you’re proposing would be  
so blindingly obvious that your pitch would be embraced  
by the entire executive team on the strength of its merits. 
But, especially at the top, organizations are complicated. 
Each senior manager has his or her own agenda. Each worries 
about different issues: complexity, cost, focus, strategy— 
you name it.”

if you walk into the boardroom cold, without testing your 
concept with individual members, you run the risk of encoun-
tering what i call scattering-ducks syndrome. one executive 
gets nervous, another picks up on the anxiety, a third starts 
quacking, and, in a flash, the whole flock takes to the sky  
in a collective panic. and there you are, clutching your sodden 
proposal (wet from all the splashing), being asked to “come 
back when you’ve given this further study.” to mix metaphors, 
that’s the kiss of death.

arrange informal chats with at least a few supportive  
executives before the meeting. Your sponsor should certainly 
be first on your list, but think about whom else it would be 
politic to enlist. one brave Vp i know routinely approaches 

the cio because he’s known to be a “cranky bastard”: Since  
he resembles Mikey from the old Life cereal commercial  
(“He hates everything!”), if she can get him on board,  
everyone else will want to eat the breakfast.

tOO Much pOwer, NOt eNOugh pOiNt
it’s the biggest meeting of the year—maybe even your  
career—so of course you’re going to spend weeks getting 
ready for it. How, then, it possible to under-rehearse? Simple, 
says di Maria: people put all their energy into creating and 
fine-tuning their powerpoint slides, spending too little time 
practicing for the actual “performance.” Sufficient rehearsal 
means working through:

Who will present and how. Will every part of the session be 
based on slides, or will other methods be used as well? How 
will transitions be handled?

How to field questions. You should come up with the toughest 
questions that might possibly come up, draft answers, and  
assign which team member will answer them.

What to do if the presentation is derailed. “You go in thinking 
you have thirty minutes to make your pitch,” di Maria says. 
“But then another session before you runs long, or another 
issue comes, and before you know it, the cEo is telling you 

Don’t use Data as a 
presentation crutch 
or incluDe sliDes 
of information just 
“because i workeD so 
harD to get it.” Data 
shoulD be useD as 
backgrounD—it’s not 
the star of the show.



24  The conference board review 

that you’ve only got ten minutes. You’d better be ready with  
a game plan for scenarios like that. ”

and don’t be surprised, says di Maria, if executives cut 
your pitch short. “once leaders say, ‘Got it,’ that’s your signal 
to move on. i have seen so many presentations go badly  
because people stick to their scripts and don’t go with the 
flow. Remember that you are not in control. You have to go 
where executives want to go.”

is it ONly lOgical?
Senior executives seem to be entirely analytical. on the sur-
face, each is the Mr. Spock of the corporate world, using facts 
(and only facts) to inform their decisions.

in fact, there are as many captain James t. Kirks in the 
executive suite as there are Vulcan first officers. in any case, 
recent advancements in neuroscience have proven that even 
the most coolly logical person is actually ruled by emotions. 
data simply reinforces people’s beliefs—it doesn’t really 
change their minds.

this is not to say that your presentation should not be 
grounded in facts; since we’ve all bought into the myth that 
logic prevails (especially among senior leaders), not including 
data would be career suicide. Just don’t forget that emotion 
can be a powerful persuasive tool.

to wield this weapon, first, exude the confidence you 
(hopefully) feel. Your passion for your work and the cour-
age of your convictions pack a powerfully persuasive punch. 
“people find enthusiasm appealing,” di Maria says. “they 
want to be a part of it. By making it clear that you’re smart, 
you’re knowledgeable, and you care, you can create positive 
momentum.”

Second, tell a vivid story. one of my most challenging  
presentations started badly, then turned around to become  
a rousing success. i was asked to attend a senior team  
meeting to report on an employee-engagement study with 
disappointing results. after a merger and reorganization,  
employee morale had, well, tanked. as soon as i started  
sharing the key findings, executives began to challenge me: 
Was i sure the methodology was valid? Weren’t the results 
skewed because the survey was conducted in december?  
Why were the findings much more negative than what execu-
tives were hearing from their people?

after getting bumped around for a while, i decided to 
change my strategy. “Let’s switch gears and look at the  
focus-group findings,” i suggested to the senior team. “i think 
that will provide a more complete picture.” i knew that the  
focus-group section of the report contained dozens of ver-
batim quotes from employees—quotes that brought to life 
the pain workers felt after what the organization had been 
through.

as soon as i started reading the quotes, the mood in the 
room changed. Executives stopped being defensive. they  
listened soberly. they nodded and confirmed that their  
employees had said similar things to them. 

Executives could dispute facts, but they couldn’t argue with 
the compelling and credible story that employee testimonials 
told. as a result, the HR Vp (who sponsored the research)  
was finally able to engage leaders in a conversation about 
what the company could do to address the issues.

No ExpEriENcE  
NEEdEd
BY PETER COUGHTER

There was a time when the various forms of visual  
support were called visual “aids.” Today, most  
PowerPoint shows are like throwing an anchor to  
a drowning man.

Once, after I had railed against the evils of Power-
Point for most of the previous day, a workshop partici-
pant got up in front of the room and proceeded to read, 
word for word, what was on the screen. While looking 
directly at the screen the entire time.

Her colleagues stared at her uncomfortably.
I was beside myself, and remembered the words of 

the woman who had booked me for the engagement: 
“You’ve gotta be tough on them.”

And so I was.
When the woman was through reading to us, I sug-

gested that the same presentation could have been 
given as effectively by a cab driver who I could have 
recruited off the street. No knowledge of the topic or 
particular skill other than the ability to read English 
was required to duplicate her performance.

She wasn’t happy, but she got the idea.
One of her colleagues said to me, “That was mean. 

Mean, but awesome.”

PETER COUGHTER is a professor at Virginia Commonwealth  
University’s VCU Brandcenter. From The Art of the Pitch:  
Persuasion and Presentation Skills That Win Business (Palgrave  
Macmillan). ©2012
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What’s oN thEir MiNds
You enter the boardroom (thinking, “Isn’t it warm in here?”), as ready as you’ll ever be to present your recommen-
dation. You’re so fixated on your own performance that you haven’t thought about what’s going on in the big brains 
of the senior leaders sitting around that beautiful teak table.

But if you could peer inside their heads, you would learn ways to be more successful every time you stand before 
the board or the senior team. While I couldn’t persuade any CEOs to submit to an MRI, I was able to pick the brain 
of Gary Sheffer, who has spent more than a decade working closely with senior leaders at General Electric in his 
role as VP of corporate communications and public affairs.

What, then, do leaders want? Four things, says Sheffer:
analysis  Senior leaders are big-picture generalists who routinely address a wide range of issues in a 

short amount of time. So they need their people to do all the legwork and then conduct a thorough analysis. The 
more comprehensive your thinking, the better.

alternatives  Although you should come into the meeting with one strong, clear recommendation, you should 
also be ready to discuss a Plan B—usually a notion that you’ve considered but is weaker than your Plan A. This is 
especially important if your key recommendation is expensive or risky. Executives will likely ask, “If there another 
way to address this problem?” You should be prepared with a viable alternative.

analysis  Sheffer believes that most presenters’ biggest mistake is spending too little time thinking about 
how they will answer questions. Senior leaders are smart, they’re naturally curious, and questions are how they 
explore an issue. So you should be ready to answer even the most peripheral question.

action  “You haven’t been invited to the boardroom to be informative or amusing,” Sheffer says. “You’re 
there to focus on action. Leaders know that their role is to consider an issue, decide on an outcome and move on.” 
So they need to know: What should we do? How should we do it? When can we start?  

—A.D.
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Back aND FOrth
Your powerpoint deck has been loaded into the laptop. the 
screen has been lowered. the projector is on. Everyone sitting 
around the board table knows what to expect: You (the pre-
senter) talk, advancing slides as you go, while they (executives) 
pretend to listen, surreptitiously checking their BlackBerries.

it’s all very static, all very one-way, and—here’s the  
trouble—not very effective at engaging your audience.

What works better? at the appropriate time, ask a question. 
“Executives are very smart, and it’s easy for them to assume 
that they’ve thought of everything,” Frank says. But your 
analysis probably raised some issues. You may know the  
answers to most of them, but you may find it useful to learn 
what executives think.

Frank advises saying something like: “as i was working on 
this, something surprised me. i’d like to get your perspective 
on this issue . . .”

You’ve instantly changed the dynamic of the session. You’ve 
introduced a provocative topic—one designed to make leaders 
think. and you’ve gone from one-way blah-blah-blah to  
participative dialogue. You’re now all in this together, collabo-
rating to get to the bottom of the issue.

“there’s no doubt that you have to be painstakingly  
prepared when you present to executives and the board,” says 
Frank. “But that doesn’t mean you can’t ask questions. in fact, 
smart questions are one of the most powerful instruments  
in your presentation toolbox. they can open up the possibili-
ties and truly engage leaders.” ■

i was asked to attend a senior team meeting 
to report on an employee-engagement study 
with disappointing results. after a merger 
and reorganization, employee morale had, 
well, tanked. as soon as i started sharing the 
key findings, executives began to challenge 
me: was i sure the methodology was valid? 
weren’t the results skewed because the sur-
vey was conducted in December? why were 
the findings much more negative than what 
executives were hearing from their people?




